Clinical pharmacology was recently approved as a specialty in South Africa (SA) [1] − the first country in Africa to do so. This milestone occurred concurrently with the World Health Organization (WHO)'s, publication of a position paper entitled 'Clinical p harmacology in health care, teaching and research' [2] which explains the benefits of clinical pharmacologists to decision-makers. Clinical pharmacologists are medical practitioners trained in 'the scientific discipline that involves all aspects of the relationship between drugs and humans' . [2] In this article, the current members of the Council for the College of Clinical Pharmacologists of SA outline the need for clinical pharmacologists, their role in advancing public health, and the potential benefits to SA. We conclude with recommendations on how to ensure a healthy future for the discipline.
The need for clinical pharmacologists
There has been an enormous increase in the number of therapeutic products and formulations. [3] Unfortunately, this expanding therapeutic armamentarium has been associated with an increased incidence of adverse drug reactions, drug interactions, drug resistance, drug overdose and medical errors. [4] Because the increasing cost of new drugs is a major concern, insight into pharmaco-economic evaluation of new interventions is of critical importance. 
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at the extremes of age, with co-morbid conditions, and those who are pregnant. There have been calls for increased clinical research in SA that is largely focused on the robust evaluation of therapeutic interventions, and addressing health needs of the local population. [5, 6] There is an urgent need for skilled clinical pharmacologists to undertake training and research and offer their services to ensure rational use of drugs in humans.
The core functions of a clinical pharmacologist Drug policy formulation and implementation
A major function of clinical pharmacologists is the promotion of the rational use of medicines. [2] Clinical pharmacologists should be part of institutional, regional and national teams formulating drug policies, and thereafter participate in their implementation and continuous evaluation. The policy for rational use of medicines includes Standard Treatment Guidelines and Essential Medicines List, pharmacy therapeutics committees, prescribing policy, adverse drug reaction reporting/pharmaco-vigilance, education and training, continuing medical education, provision of information on medicines to healthcare workers, public/consumer education, and medicine promotion and advertising. [7, 8] 
Clinical services
Clinical pharmacologists serve as consultants in healthcare facilities as part of a multidisciplinary team including management personnel, clinicians, pharmacists, nurses etc. They are involved in, for example, consulting on complex therapeutic problems, drug use in special populations, therapeutic drug monitoring, information on drugs, diagnosis and management of overdose and poisoning, developing systems for reporting adverse drug reactions, and conducting therapeutic audits and drug utilisation reviews.
Clinical research
Clinical pharmacologists undertake clinical research related to all aspects of the science of therapeutics: the effectiveness and safety of registered drugs, drug utilisation, and the development of new drugs. As members of relevant committees (ethics or research or regulatory), clinical pharmacologists evaluate clinical research protocols to ensure the safety of research subjects and the validity of the proposed research.
Education and training
Clinical pharmacologists play a key role in the training of health professionals in the rational use of drugs at both under-and postgraduate levels.
In summary: Establishment of clinical pharmacology services ensures prioritisation of patient safety with regard to use of medicines; effective prevention and curative strategies; elimination of ambiguity in the utilisation of the services of a clinical pharmacologist in specific circumstances; setting minimum standards and therefore expectations for clinical pharmacology services; training and research; and career progression for those choosing to specialise as clinical pharmacologists.
Ensuring a future for clinical pharmacology
Clinical pharmacology is an extremely scarce skill in SA. Clinical pharmacologists with appropriate qualifications and experience are encouraged to apply to the HPCSA for registration as specialists under the 'grandfather clause' and to become affiliate members of the College of Clinical Pharmacologists of South Africa to contribute to the growth of the discipline in this country. Currently, five health science faculties have the capacity to train registrars in clinical pharmacology (Stellenbosch University, University of Cape Town, University of Limpopo, University of the Free State and University of Pretoria), but only one institution presently offers such training. There is an urgent need to expand training programmes and registrar posts for clinical pharmacology. Training needs to be matched with career progression opportunities for qualified clinical pharmacologists. All tertiary/academic hospitals should create posts for specialist clinical pharmacologists, who would play key roles in training healthcare professionals who prescribe medicines, provide patient care, conduct clinical research, and influence regional drug policy. In developing the national health insurance (NHI) scheme, [9] clinical pharmacologists would be indispensable members of therapeutic teams in all relevant health facilities.
Finally: Decision-makers need to understand the many roles that clinical pharmacologists play. The WHO position paper on the roles of clinical pharmacologists in healthcare, teaching and research [2] clearly lays out the benefits that clinical pharmacologists bring to the delivery of better healthcare.
